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SIGNIFICANCE OF NEWSTEAD HOUSE 
(Paper read at meeting of Historical Society of Queens-
land, Inc., by Firmin McKinnon, on February 27 1947, 
following a paper on Captain J. C. Wickham by Mr. 
C. G. Austin, which is printed in Journal Vol. III., No. 
6, pp. 495-465.) 
Mr. President, Ladies, and Gentlemen.—^Mr. Austin 
has told us that if Captain Wickham had recorded 
developments of Moreton Bay between 1842 and 1859 
his work would have been a treasured possession in 
every historical library. That is true. And such a 
work would have enabled us to read as history infor-
mation about Newstead House that now must be 
accepted more or less as conjecture—quite good con-
jecture, perhaps, but not good enough to be inscribed 
in the almost sacred records of history. 
We know that we are gathered in the oldest resi-
dence in Brisbane. The most authentic information 
we have is that this building was occupied for the first 
time a hundred years ago in December. There are two 
older buildings in Brisbane—the lower floor of the Gov-
ernment store at the eastern end of William Street, 
erected in 1824, and the so-called Observatory in Wick-
ham Park, once called "The Windmill", but much better 
known in the early days as "The Tread MiU" erected 
in the late twenties of the 19th century. Both were 
built in the days of the Convict Era, but neither of 
them was a home or residence. The offices of the 
Water Police Department, erected sometime in the late 
'forties, as Senior-Sgt. Jordan told us in his entertain-
ing address in October, and little old St. Stephen's 
Church, opened for worship on May 12,1850, are among 
our "ancient buildings", very nearly contemporary with 
Newstead House. But neither was a residence. 
Bulimba House, erected in 1849 for David Cannan 
McConnel (now the home of Mr. and Mrs. A. E. Moore), 
is the next oldest residence, followed, perhaps, by Dr. 
Hobbs's house (or part of i t) , actually the first Govern-
ment House in Brisbane and now incorporated in the 
Church of England Deanery. Old Shafstoh House in 
Kangaroo Point, built by Captain Louis Hope (scion of 
the Hopetoun family), and completed by Henry Stuart 
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Russell in the early 'fifties, and occupied by Gilbert 
EUiott, first Speaker of the Queensland Legislative 
Assembly; Bardon House, built in the early 'fifties, for 
Joshua Jeays; and Nunnington, in Kangaroo Point, 
built in the middle 'fifties for Major Frederick Orme 
Darvall, are among other stately old homes. Merthyr, 
the second most historic residence in Brisbane, but now 
sadly faUen in its splendour, was not erected tiU the 
'seventies. 
The actual date of the erection of Newstead House 
is not known. As Mr. Austin remarked. Captain Wick-
ham belonged to the Silent Service, and the sole local 
newspaper in Brisbane a hundred years ago paid little 
attention to local news of that kind. It was so much 
easier to fill its pages from happenings in Queen Street, 
from local gossip, and from Sydney newspapers that 
arrived by water. Fairly authoritative information, 
however, is that Newstead House was erected under 
the supervision of Mr. Andrew Petrie in 1846, and was 
first occupied in December of that year. Unquestion-
ably it was built on. the plans of Canning Downs home 
in Warwick; and according to a diary left by Mrs. 
George Leslie, it was intended as a Town House for 
Mr. Patrick Leslie, the owner of Canning Downs. I 
am not offering that statement, however, for your 
acceptance but for your consideration, because, con-
trary to accepted opinion, there is no record that 
Patrick Leslie ever owned any of the Newstead acres. 
According to official documents, copied for the 
Society's records by Mr. Austin from papers in the 
possession at that time of Dr. Sandford Jackson (now 
deceased), an area of 25 acres was bought on July 19, 
1845, by Captain John Clements Wickham; and on the 
same day, at the same sale, William Leslie, a younger 
brother of Patrick and George—George was a brother-
in-law of Captain Wickham, both having married 
daughters of Hannibal Macarthur of Parramatta— 
bought 35 acres for £51. Very little has been recorded 
of this William Leslie, other than the fact that he lived 
at Canning Downs and bought several allotments of 
land at Warwick. It is possible, of course,- that he 
bought the Newstead lands for one of his brothers, 
but to say that dogmaticaUy would be merely rash con-
jecture. We know, however, that Newstead House 
was built upon the area secured by William Leslie; and 
that on August 2, 1847, that land and "improvements" 
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were transferred to Captain Wickham for £1,000. That 
word "improvements" probably meant this very house 
in which Captain Wickham was living—the house now 
known as the headquarters of the Historical Society of 
Queensland. 
Just here, pardon me for introducing a brief refer-
ence to economics. We have to remember that money 
values in 1847 and 1947 are two entirely different 
things. Mr. Austin told us in passing that the salary 
paid to John Clements Wickham was £300 a year, with 
an allowance for a house—not quite as much as the 
minimum award rate paid to a clerk to-day, but then a 
good average salary for a Colonial official. Similarly, 
don't worry trying to calculate what a ten-room New-
stead House would cost to-day. Probably £4000 or 
£5000; perhaps more. Let it go at that. But a hun-
dred years ago it would have been erected for a few 
hundreds. 
Wickham purchased 25 acres of Newstead in July 
1845 for £37/10/-, not per allotment or even per acre, 
but for the whole area; and William Leslie, on the same 
day, bought 35 acres for £51. Twcf years later Captain 
Wickham bought Leslie's block and improvements (pre-
sumably the house in which we are gathered) for 
£1000. That showed confidence in the future of More-
ton Bay district, then a neglected outstation of the 
Governor's Council in Sydney—for, as you know, con-
stitutional government was not inaugurated in New 
South Wales tiU 1856. Within those two years 44 
stations had been taken up on the Downs, the Upper 
Burnett, and the Logan. Trade had begun a two-way 
course, so much so that W. A. Duncan, one of Bris-
bane's most picturesque personalities at that time, had 
arrived here as Collector of Customs. You will find a 
street in the Valley commemorating his name, and here, 
in a parenthically way, I would suggest to our new hon. 
secretary, that if he could induce Professor F. W. 
Robinson of the University to read a paper to the 
Society about Duncan, we would hear some very re-
markable things about a very remarkable man, who 
made many entrances and exits and played many parts 
in his tim^e—even that of journalist. 
When Wickham first came to Brisbane he must 
have found it one of the most bizarre settlements he 
had ever seen. Even in 1846, when he became Govern-
ment Resident, the New South Wales census fixed the 
total population of what is now Queensland at 2,257; 
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thirteen years later, when Moreton Bay became a 
colony, with Sir George Ferguson Bowen as first 
Governor, the population was 25,020. At that time it 
was estimated there were two million sheep, 30,000 
cattle and 20,000 horses in the new colony. The in-
crease in land settlement was bringing in its train a 
larger population, and the larger population, in turn, 
was bringing greater wealth. 
To some extent, the increasing confidence of the 
community is shown by the monetary transactions of 
Newstead House itself. Captain Wickham had secured 
the sixty acres of Newstead (and presumably the 
House) for £1037/10/-; but in 1867—one of the 
blackest, most depressing periods in Queensland's his-
tory, the year that James Nash saved the situation by 
discovering Gympie goldfield, and three years after 
Wickham's death in the South of France—the property 
was sold by Wickham's executors to Mr. George Harris, 
a Brisbane merchant, for £4,000; and in 1873, when 
Mr. Harris applied to have it brought under the Real 
Property Act, the value was set down at £5,000; but in 
that year he mortgaged the Newstead property for 
£10,000 to Mr. James Taylor whose son, Mr. Condamine 
Taylor, married Harris's daughter (afterwards Mrs. 
Lumley Hill). Values, you wiU see, were beginning to 
rise. The little bizarre military settlement of Brisbane 
Town that Wickham knew when he first came here as 
Police Magistrate—a settlement without streets, with-
out roads, without a municipal councU, without even a 
water supply, and with only a handful of free people 
who lived mostly by slush lamp or candle light by night, 
had developed in the intervening years into a township 
with a future, and a confidence deeply embedded in the 
hearts of the people. 
This century- old Newstead House had three asso-
ciations with the famous Newstead Abbey in England, 
which was situated in the Forest of Sherwood in Not-
tinghamshire, then about 130 miles from London. That 
old Abbey was founded by Henry II., about the year 
1170—the year that Thomas a'Beckett was murdered 
on the steps of the altar of Canterbury Cathedral—but 
in the reign of Henry VIIL, in the dissolution of the 
monastries, that property was added to the possessions 
of the Byron family, the greatest of whom was Lord 
Byron, the poet, who died at Missolonghi, in Greece, in 
1824, when helping the Greeks in their fight for free-
dom against the Turks. Byron appears to have been 
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very fond of Newstead, for he wrote an elegy about it, 
giving its history in verse, and a lyric to the oak that 
he had planted in Newstead grounds. One imagines, 
after reading the elegy, that what Stratford was to 
Shakespeare, Newstead Abbey was to Byron. Early 
in the 19th century the Rector of Newstead was the 
Rev. John Wickham, presumably an uncle of Captain 
Wickham. He lived for 13 years in the old Newstead 
House in England. That was the first association with 
Brisbane's Newstead House, remote perhaps, but still 
an association. Again, beforot Lord Byron went to 
school at Harrow he was sent for a time to a private 
school at Dulwich, kept by a Dr. Glennie. Now that 
Dr. Glennie was father of that grand old man, the Rev. 
Archdeacon Glennie of Toowoomba; and he, when he 
was Canon and Incumbent of the first St. John's 
Church, in Brisbane, stayed for three months at New-
stead House, the inference being that he had known 
Captain Wickham in England. That is our second 
association with Newstead Abbey, again very remote, 
but still an association. The third one is not quite so 
remote or so strained: It is that Newstead Abbey in 
England was at one time the property of Lady Cherin-
side, whose husband was Governor of Queensland in 
the early days of this century. 
You will have noted, long before this admission is 
made to you, that while Mr. Austin confined himself to 
history I have permitted myself to wander, somewhat 
at will, in the fields of Romance. And why not? 
Slightly to alter John Greenleaf Whittier, 
"History wears a snowy beard; romance is always 
young." 
Our Newstead House was Brisbane's centre of 
romance a hundred years ago. And Brisbane was very 
fortunate in having such a man as Wickham as its 
leader. And what a stately building for such a period. 
Without asking the permission of the President (but I 
am sure that he will not mind) I have brought in with 
me from the Society's Library one of the treasured 
possessions of the Historical Society, an enlarged 
photograph given to it by Sir Leslie Wilson. It is a 
picture of the first Government House in Melbourne in 
1835. With the permission of the President I shaU 
pass it around so that you may compare that old build-
ing of Bark House Days, the first home in Victoria of 
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Governor Bourke, with stately Newstead. Then you will 
understand all the more clearly why I have called Bris-
bane's Newstead House the House of Romance. 
Unquestionably it had a great influence on the 
architecture of the big houses of early Brisbane, some 
of which I have already mentioned. Can't you, in 
fancy, hear Mrs. Davis McConnel, saying, "No Davie, 
those plans wiU not do. We must build a better house 
than that; just look at that stately home of Captain 
Wickham!" After aU, that would be merely human 
nature. Wickham probably builded better than he 
knew. Just look behind you at that magnificent ball-
room. Oh, yes, there were balls and dances here! In 
fact, we have it on the word of Nehemiah Bartley, our 
first social historian, that Wickham was "a graceful 
slow waltzer". 
The same old gossipy authority assures us that 
Captain Wickham gave "good dinners and balls and 
'hops' " and "managed his household as methodicaUy 
as if he were back in the Navy. All stores were kept 
in zinc-lined bins, and no rat ever got a feed or a footing 
there for one moment". Breakfast Creek was first 
crossed by a boat or punt, but in 1850 a wooden bridge 
was erected at a cost of £180. You should not be sur-
prised to hear that, six years later, it was washed into 
the river. Two years later the N.S.W. Government 
erected an iron bridge that lasted for 30 years. 
But balls and dances? You have probably asked 
yourselves what society there was in Brisbane a hun-
dred years ago. There was society! Make no mistake 
about that. The Darling Downs was settled by young 
pastoralists, many of whom were "younger sons", 
scions of English aristocracy. At any one of Wick-
ham's dinners you might have found young Joshua Bell 
of Jimbour, tall and slim, as perfectly dressed in Lon-
don style, so Bartley tells us, as the Prince Regent 
himself. Another tall young "swell" of that period 
was John Douglas of 'Talgai, who, in that dreadful 
American journalese of to-day, thought himself "It" 
in his velvet coat and Bedford cords. And there was 
de Lacy Moffatt, a son of the wealthy Rector of 
Athlone, and nephew of old Captain Pike of Pikedale* 
who married Joshua Bell's sister. Another guest 
would be Colonel Charles George Gray, police magis-
trate at Ipswich, and an old Waterloo veteran, with 
whom Miss Deering, daughter of a Q.C. who subse-
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quently became a Judge, used to stay. As Mr. Austin 
told us. Miss Deering became Wickham's second wife. 
And what of Dr. Cannan, sailing enthusiast, who used 
to arrange boat races in front of Newstead House, and 
David McConnel, George Thom (Moreton Bay's first 
white citizen), Robert Little, Murray Prior, and Francis 
Bigge, the Mount Brisbane squatter who tried to make 
Cleveland the capital city, and George Harris, the mer-
chant prince, and William Richardson, first manager 
of Brisbane's first bank, the New South Wales. And 
what of George Mocatta of Grantham, Henry Stuart 
Russell of Burrandowan, the Hodgsons and the Elliotts, 
Henry Denis and David Forbes, Leith Hay and St. 
George Gore, Captain Moffatt and John Pike. But I 
could go on reciting names till this sketch seemed like 
a directory. Yet I must not overlook Lieutenant G. P. 
Serocold, R.N. backed on both sides by the Peerage, 
and occupier in the 'fifties with A. R. McKenzie (Trea-
surer in Queensland's first Government) of more than 
20 little "principalities" in the Taroom, RoUeston and 
Springsure districts. I mention him because the 
Society is erecting for his daughter, a lady in England, 
a granite memorial at RoUeston to her father's 
memory. Yes, there was no lack of society in those 
days, and much of it was "true merino, a yard wide, 
and dyed in the wool." 
In 1854 Sir Charles Augustus Fitzroy (grandson 
of that Duke of Graftori who helped in losing England 
her American colonies) was Governor of New South 
Wales, paid a visit to Moreton Bay, and stayed with 
Captain Wickham, then a widower. Old Nehemiah 
Bartley tells us that the occasion was one of almost 
"princely entertainment" and he adds that one after-
noon "the inevitable black snake of Breakfast Creek 
was found between the sheets of the Governor's bed". 
In that estimable address that he delivered last 
October, Senior-Sgt. Jordan made use of a delightful 
term, "romantic journalism". This is, I think, an 
instance of it. I knew very closely the dear old jour-
nalist who arranged, edited, checked, and polished Bart-
ley's reminiscences, and I can assure you from my own 
recollections of him that he would not allow truth to 
spoil a good story. Probably a snake was seen in the 
grounds. That it ventures into the sacred rooms of 
Newstead House and hid itself between the sheets of 
the gubernatorial bed is asking too much, particularly 
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from one who has done his share of "romantic jour-
nalism". I thank thee, Senior-Sgt., for giving me that 
term! 
But this reminds me that Newstead House, with 
its ten rooms and spacious verandahs, would have been 
a most inconvenient house in these modern days of lab-
our shortages. Did any of you ladies ever stop to won-
der "where was the kitchen?" Of course, it was de-
tached. The good Victorians would not dream of hav-
ing a kitchen close to the sitting rooms or 
sleeping rooms. I learned from an old lady 
who knew Newstead very well in the George 
Harris days that the kitchen stood somewhere 
near the present caretaker's cottage; that what we of 
to-day call the "aeroplane room" was the breakfast 
room, that the Welsby Library room was the dining 
room; the two large rooms divided by folding doors 
were the reception rooms by day and ball-rooms by 
night; that this room in which we are gathered, the 
lecture hall of to-day, was the main bedroom (doubtless 
the one in which Sir Charles Augustus Fitzroy laid 
his aristocratic head), that it opened through one door 
into a nursery and through another into a dressing 
room; and that the two main rooms of our present 
Historical Museum were bedrooms. The maids, of 
course, had quarters beyond the kitchen and adjoining 
the laundry and stables which were destroyed by fire 
towards the end of 1873. In the back verandah is a 
trap door leading to the cellers which, according to 
legend, were generously supplied. Legend also says 
that both Captain Wickham and the next owner, Mr. 
George Harris, always kept "beer on tap" for the 
tradesmen who had a long walk from the roadway to 
the house. But that, like the black snake between the 
sheets, is merely legend and must not be accepted as 
history which our President (Professor Alcock) might 
tell us demands confirmation "strong as proofs of Holy 
Whit". 
After the departure from Brisbane of Captain 
Wickham, after Queensland had become a separate 
colony, Newstead passed into the possession of Mr. 
George Harris, a merchant who continued the lavish 
hospitality of the Wickhams—perchance, more lavish 
than wise—and finally the house and grounds passed 
into the hands of James Taylor (better known as 
Jimmy Taylor, King of Toowoomba, who was Minister 
for Lands in the LUley Government in 1868-69-70). 
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Mr. Taylor retained 11 acres for himself and had the 
remainder subdivided into 200 allotments. After pass-
ing through other vicissitudes the property was bought 
by WiUiam Perry, the founder of Perry Brothers, and 
StiU later to Mrs. Caroline Heaslop. In 1918 it was 
bought by Brisbane City Council; and on February 28, 
1939, just eight years ago, the present City of Brisbane 
Council agreed that Newstead House should be adminis-
tered as a Trust, and it became the headquarters of the 
Historical Society of Queensland. But aU that is his-
tory, carefuUy detailed in one of the society's journals, 
and I am sure that you do not want me to repeat at this 
hour something that most of you know. 
I could tell you something of the flagstaff and the 
swivel guns that are said to have been swept away in 
a river flood, and how the roadway through the grounds 
used to be patrolled at night in Wickham's day, to safe-
guard visitors from molestation by the blacks. But 
that, I fear, is mostly legend, quite probable of course, 
but unsupported by any trustworthy record. In the 
society's records, however, there is a report by the late 
Dr. Jackson, copied by Mr. Austin from Dr. Jackson's 
records, of an interview with a Mrs. E. J. Jeff coat who 
came to Queensland in 1856 and lived at Newstead 
House until Captain Wickham left for England. In 
that Mrs. Jeffcoat says that under a young Johnston 
River fig-tree at the back of the House, and presum-
ably near the coach-house. Captain Wickham's man, 
Davis, used to wash the captain's gig. Now I assum.e, 
and have been guilty of telling visitors, that the 
majestic fig-tree near the back lawn, under which most 
of you walked to-night, is the identical tree—now a 
giant in a world of trees. If that be so, that tree is 
more than a hundred years old. I, for one, will be a 
pleased listener if Mr. White, the Government Botanist, 
will give us some enlightenment about the nature of 
that tree. Is it related to the Moreton Bay fig ? About 
how many years is its span of life ? Arid if that tree, 
under which some of you gentlemen have parked your 
cars to-nightj might be included among the few really 
historic trees of Brisbane? 
I have told visitors that it can claim, both in age 
and association, to be included in our small list of his-
toric trees. That reference to visitors reminds me that 
Newstead House is becoming a place of attraction. 
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And so, ladies and gentlemen, I think that we, as 
members of the Historical Society, have reason to con-
gratulate ourselves, if I be pardoned for misquoting 
Omar, on the fact that "the lion and the lizard keep 
no courts where early Brisbane gloried and, perhaps, 
like Jamshyd, drank deep". 
Wit— What oft was thought, but ne'er so well 
expressed. 
—Pope. 
Brevitie is the soule of wit. 
—Hamlet—Shakespeare. 
Brevity, thy soul is wit. 
—Peter Amo in "The New Yorker." 
Alone and warming his fine wits 
The white owl in the belfry sits. 
—Tennyson. 
